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Abstract 
The paper analyses distance learning material used in the ‘Continuing Education & Lifelong Learning’ module of the  Open 
University of Cyprus and the ‘Adult Education’ module of the Hellenic Open University. For this purpose, the Bernsteinian 
concept of framing, involving hierarchical and instructional rules was used in order to reveal the type of pedagogical practices 
promoted within the two institutions. Results of analysis reveal tensions between the principles of distance education and adult 
education, with the former implying explicit and rather ‘tight’ direction of study, and the latter advocating flexibility in adult 
learning. 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The Open University of Cyprus (OUC) and the Hellenic Open University (HOU) are Higher Education state 
institutions operating in Cyprus and Greece respectively, using distance education methodologies to satisfy the high 
demand for lifelong learning and continuing education in these countries. For this purpose, their primary objective 
has been the development and implementation of distance education learning material and methods.  
The learning material plays a pivotal role in distance education (e.g. Holmberg, 1989; Koustourakis, 
Panagiotakopoulos & Vergidis, 2008; Lionarakis, 2001; Race, 1999) while it incorporates roles and processes that in 
the context of conventional tertiary education are being handled by teachers/educators. Thus, in distance education, 
the learning material constitutes the main access to knowledge for adult students and widely determines the 
pedagogical practices. Consequently, the learning material is the most suitable material for highlighting the 
pedagogical discourses and messages promoted to adult students. In this context, a valuable approach for the OUC 
and the HOU would be to detect and reconsider in the future, if necessary, the pedagogical discourses promoted by 
learning material provided to their students. However, relevant research seems to be limited (Dimopoulos, 
Koulaidis, & Sklaveniti, 2001; Koustourakis, Panagiotakopoulos & Vergidis, 2008).  
This study aims at exploring aspects of the pedagogical construction of distance learning material provided by the 
OUC to students of the ‘Continuing Education & Lifelong Learning’ module and by the HOU to students of the 
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gical construction of distance learning educational material 
framing was used (Bernstein, 1990, 2000). The operationalization of this concept allows the 
analysis of the pedagogical choices adopted in the construction of the distance learning educational material.  
Specifically, the educational packages (printed textbooks, study guides, timetables, and suggested bibliography) 
used in the two modules was analyzed based on the Bernsteinian concept of framing and more particularly on the 
dimensions of hierarchical and instructional rules, in order to reveal the type of pedagogical practices promoted 
within these institutions.  
Analysis outcomes could provide useful insights for the design and development of more appropriate distance 
learning material provided by the OUC and the HOU. 
2. Theoretical framework  
According to Bernstein (1990, p. 183-184) edagogic Discourse is a principle for appropriating other discourses 
and bringing them into a special relation with each other for the purpose of their selective transition and 
acquisition . It is constructed by a recontextualising agency (e.g. a university department) that operates by selecting, 
reassembling and relocating elements of discourses originating in the academic spheres of the primary production of 
knowledge. The agency selectively filters academic discourses for ideas and methods appropriate to its objectives 
(e.g. transmission and acquisition of knowledge in an adult and distance education context) and assembles them into 
a specialized discourse for its own purposes. Pedagogic discourse has not content of its own other than that of a 
recontexualising principle that creates new discourses and imaginary subjects. 
curriculum it is 
the 
pedagogy  is a 
sustained process whereby somebody(s) acquires new forms or develops existing forms of conduct, knowledge, 
 
(2000, p. 78). 
One of the central concepts in Bernsteinian pedagogy involves framing i.e. the pedagogical relationships 
established between learners and educational material , which shapes  
Framing describes the relationships of participants in a pedagogic context, and concerning the relationship 
between teacher/educational material and student, it defines the degree of control that they have over transmission 
and acquisition of knowledge. The strength of framing shows the range of choices and freedom available to the 
participants in a pedagogic relationship (Bernstein, 1990, 2000). Therefore, strong framing indicates that power and 
control belong to the teacher or educational material, while weak framing allocates a range of possibilities to 
students, granting them with (some degree of) power and control over the pedagogic relationship. Framing involves 
two sets of rules (Bernstein, 1990):  
a) Hierarchical rules refer to the criteria and the conditions of communication that regulate the social order, the 
manners and identities in the pedagogic relationship among educational material and students. According to the 
strength of hierarchical rules, different possibilities of negotiation between the transmitter (i.e. the textbook) and the 
acquirer (i.e. the student) are available. Hierarchical rules involve two dimensions:  
a1) Power relations that is the degree of control and power of a pedagogical setting (in our case the educational 
material) over the learner.  
a2) The degree of participation 
material is concerned; strong framing in these terms means that these conditions are fully predetermined without the 
student having any control over them, while weak framing means that the student has the potential for negotiating 
them.  
b) Instructional rules are regulated by the following aspects of an educational setting:  
b1) Content selection, i.e. the degree to which the content of the educational material is predetermined (strong 
framing), or the student has a range of alternatives (e.g. selecting between a variety of available materials, such as 
1990   Vasilia Christidou et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  46 ( 2012 )  1988 – 1996 
supplementary digitized educational material SDEM  in the form of videos, hypertexts, and webcast sessions, 
multiple choice), which designates weak framing. Moreover, the existence of different communication modes and 
specifically the use of visual material- tends to weaken framing in terms of content selection. 
b2) Sequencing corresponds to the control over space and time ind
the educational process.  
b3) Pacing relates to the expected rate of the study and acquisition of new knowledge by the reader, that is how 
much the student has to learn in a given amount of time. Pacing is closely related to Sequencing; essentially, pacing 
is the time allowed for achieving the Sequencing rules. 
b4) Evaluation concerns the degree of explicitness of the criteria the students have to satisfy in order to produce 
adequate and legitimate responses and texts, and their overall performance during the educational process, and 
therefore the degree of their awareness of these criteria. 
3. Method  
3.1. Analysis procedure 
Analysis of the material of each module advanced at three distinct levels, determined by the nature of each of the 
analysis dimensions described below.  
The first level concerns the dimensions which tend to characterize a module as a whole. At this level, the 
educational package of each module was scrutinized so as to determine its overall characteristics corresponding to 
value.  
The second level concerns the dimensions which tend to characterize each volume of a module as a whole. At 
this level, the whole text (i.e. each distinct volume) was used as a unit of analysis. Therefore, the relevant 
percentages presented in the Results section refer to the part of the total pages that the material of a given module 
consists of bearing the aforementioned characteristics. 
The third level of analysis - thus reflecting 
the frequency of incidence of specific characteristics within an educational material. For this level of analysis the 
paragraph (or each distinct image) was used as a unit of analysis. Therefore, the relevant percentages in the tables of 
the Results section refer to the incidence of the aforementioned attributes within a text. 
3.2. Sample 
The sample of this study comprises the print educational packages used respectively in the course of the OUC 
the OUC educational package consists of 8 textbooks and one study guide, extending to a total of 1223 pages. The 
HOU educational package consists of 6 textbooks (also belonging to the OUC package), extending to a total of 1070 
pages. The materials analyzed appear in the Appendix. As already mentioned, each of these two packages was 
analyzed as a whole for the first level of analysis, while the second level of analysis concerned each of the volumes 
included in the OUC and the HOU educational packages (i.e. the 9 OUC and the 6 HOU volumes), which were 
treated as distinct units of analysis at this level.   
For the third leve -
corresponding to 10% of the whole extent of the material for each of the two modules was formed. For the sampling 
process, one every ten pages of every volume was selected and analyzed. Through this process the widest possible 
range of text genres were encompassed in the sample. Different text genres identified involve main text, activities 
and exercises, examples, answers to activities, visual material (i.e. images), quotations, synopses, framed texts, 
prefaces, objectives, expected outcomes, bibliographical references, keywords, indexes/glossaries, notes, as well as 
other types of text sporadically appearing (such as prompts, or study comments). Following this sampling process, a 
sample of 472 units of analysis for the OUC module and a sample of 416 units of analysis for the HOU module were 
formed, comprising different text genres. 
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3.3. Axes and dimensions of analysis 
Analysis of the educational material in terms of framing involves both hierarchical (power relations, degree of 
participation) and instructional rules (content selection, sequencing, pacing, evaluation). These dimensions of 
analysis have been operationalized by ascribing to each certain markers, i.e. elements which are relevant to 
principles and characteristics of distance learning material provided to adult students (Hatzinikita, 2011; 
Dimopoulos, Koulaidis, & Sklaveniti, 2001).  The elements presented in Figure 1 constitute the framework of 
analysis used in the course of this study. 
 
 Framing 
value 
Level 
of 
analysis 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Framing 
 
 
 
Hierarchical rules 
 
Power relations 
Imperative clauses +  
3rd  Interrogative clauses m 
Declarative clauses - 
     
 
 Degree of 
participation 
Encouragement to continue + 3rd  
    
 
 Person of verbs 
1st/2nd, singular +  
3rd  1st/2nd, plural m 
3rd, singular or plural - 
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Instructional rules 
 
 
Content selection 
Alternative types of material - 1st  
 
Visual material 
 
- 
 
3rd 
     
 
 
 
Sequencing 
 
 
Titles & subtitles + 2nd  
Frames with important comments + 2nd  
Study and navigation instructions + 1st  
Synopses + 2nd 
Frames explaining key concepts + 2nd 
Bibliography, proposals for further study + 2nd 
   
 
Pacing 
Conceptual segmentation + 2nd 
 
Timetables + 1st  
   
 
 
Evaluation 
Explicit objectives and expected 
outcomes 
+ 2nd  
Activities & exercises + 3rd  
Checklist + 2nd  
Indication of possible difficulties + 2nd  
Appendix with answers to activities + 3rd  
Activities open to different answers - 1st  
 
Figure 1. The framework of analysis 
 
At the level of hierarchical rules, the dimension of power relations is determined by the dominant type of clauses 
in the text. Imperative clauses imply strong , i.e. the power belongs 
to the material, which commands the student to act in a certain manner. Interrogative clauses ascribe some degree of 
initiative to the reader, and designate moderate framing . Declarative clauses leave a range of 
possibilities to the reader and lend him/her control over the communication process, hence indicating weak framing 
( - The dimension related to the degree of participation of the reader in the instructional 
process is determined by the presence of comments that explicitly encourage the reader to continue his/her study, 
which designate strong f - the degree of participation is regulated by the person of the verbs in 
text clauses: 1st and 2nd st and 2nd 
persons in plural signify moderate participa rd person singular or plural- designate weak 
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-
the third level of analysis, i.e. were examined at the level of paragraphs or images  within each volume. 
At the level of instructional rules, the dimension of content selection is estimated by the degree to which the 
content of the educational material is predetermined (strong framing), or the student has a range of alternatives, 
-
package). Likewise, the existence of different communication modes and specifically the use of visual material  
tends to weak -
packages was examined at the micro-level of the text (third level of analysis).  
Sequencing is estimated by: the existence of titles and subtitles in analyzed volumes; the existence of frames with 
important comments; the existence of explicit study and navigation instructions for the reader; the inclusion of 
synopses at the end of units or chapters; and the existence of frames defining or explaining key concepts. All these 
matter. Analysis was performed at the level of volume (2nd level of analysis) for all dimensions related to 
sequencing, except for the existence of study and navigation instructions, which refers to each module as a whole 
(1st level of analysis). 
Furthermore, pacing is estimated by the degree to which the educational material is conceptually segmented 
estimated at the level of each volume, i.e. at the 2nd level of analysis-, as well as by the existence of particular 
timetables that the students are expected to follow estimated for each module at the 1st level of analysis. These two 
attributes are also considered as imposing specific rates to studying and knowledge acquisition and are therefore 
 
The fourth dimension of instructional rules, namely evaluation, is estimated by means of six criteria: the 
existence of explicit objectives and expected learning outcomes (2nd level of analysis); the inclusion in the 
educational process and material of activities and exercises (3rd level of analysis); the existence of checklists at the 
-evaluation (2nd level of analysis); the indication of possible 
difficulties during study (2nd level of analysis); the existence of indicative answers to activities and exercises (3rd 
level of analysis); and the existence of activities open to more than one, alternative answers (2nd level of analysis). 
The first five of the aforementioned criteria  
acceptable answers to activities -  
4. Results 
Results related to framing are presented below along with the dimensions of hierarchical rules and instructional 
rules and their corresponding dimensions. Relevant values and percentages appear in Table 1. 
4.1. Hierarchical rules 
In terms of power relations, the material seems to grant the students with a range of possibilities of control over 
the text (weak framing), since in the large majority of the units of analysis (i.e. paragraphs or images) involve 
declarative clauses (85.59% for the OUC and 84.86% for the HOU). However, in a considerable number of cases, 
imperative clauses appear (8.90% for the OUC and 9.62% for the HOU), indicating that power and control belong to 
the material and are imposed on the students (strong framing). Interrogative clauses, granting some degree of control 
to the students (moderate framing) are less frequent (5.51% for the OUC and 5.53% for the HOU material).  
In regards to degree of participation, the material hardly provides any explicit encouragement to the students in 
order to continue their study, thus exhibiting weak framing along this dimension. Relevant comments appear in only 
0.85% and 0.96% of the OUC and HOU units of analysis respectively. 
Similarly, the person of verbs used is in the large majority of units of analysis the third (singular or plural), 
granting the students with a range of possibilities for negotiating their participation. This is the case for 76.69% of 
the units of analysis of the OUC material and 74.76% of the units of analysis of the HOU material. The first and 
second person in plural dominate in a considerable number of units of analysis (21.19% of the OUC material and 
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22.84% of the HOU material), promoting a moderate defini
2.12% of the 
OUC material units of analysis and 2.40% of the HOU material units of analysis). 
 
Table 1.  modules educational packages 
 
Dimensions of analysis OUC (%) HOU (%) 
Hierarchical rules Power relations 
(imperative, interrogative, declarative clauses) 
(+) m (-) (+) m (-) 
8.90 5.51 85.59 9.62 5.53 84.86 
Degree of 
participation 
Encouragement to 
continue 
0.85 0.96 
Person of verbs  (+) m (-) (+) m (-) 
2.12 21.19 76.69 2.40 22.84 74.76 
Instructional rules Content selection Alternative material YES (-) NO (+) 
Visual material 8.48 8.17 
Sequencing Titles & subtitles 100 100 
Frames with important 
comments 
80.46 
 
91.96 
 
Study and navigation 
instructions 
YES (+) YES (+) 
Synopsis  85.12 91.96 
Frames explaining key 
concepts 
27.88 17.57 
Bibliography, resources 
for further study 
100 100 
Pacing Conceptual 
segmentation 
100 100 
 YES (+) YES (+) 
Evaluation Explicit objectives and 
expected outcomes 
92.72 91.68 
Activities & exercises  10.81 11.06 
Checklist  56.26 64.30 
Indication of possible 
difficulties 
21.69 24.77 
Answers to activities 8.48 9.62 
Activities open to 
different answers 
YES (+) YES (+) 
 
Memo  1st level of analysis -concerning the module as a whole- is signified by the shading of 
relevant cells of the table with the colour 
 
2nd level of analysis -concerning each volume as a whole- is signified by the shading 
of relevant cells of the table with the colour 
 
3rd level of analysis - - - is signified by the 
shading of relevant cells of the table with the colour 
 
 
4.2. Instructional rules 
In terms of content selection  educational package 
includes other, alternative types of material that the students are encouraged to use. This provides them with several 
possibilities in the selection and constitution of their corpus of study (weak framing, see Table 1). In contrast, the 
 
educational material is provided in the course of this module, thus orientating it towards strong framing). 
Furthermore, visual material, giving the students an alternative means of approaching and representing new 
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knowledge, is rather insufficiently exploited in both packages: images constitute only 8.48% (for the OUC material) 
and 8.17% (for the HOU material) of the units of analysis, indicating strong framing. 
Moreover, the material is characterized by strong framing in regards to sequencing. All the volumes analyzed 
involve chapters and units with numbered titles and subtitles, guiding the students to study one after another. This 
trend is also promoted by frames introducing important comments (appearing in 80.46% of the OUC material and in 
91.96% of the HOU material); by the provision of study and navigation instructions to the students of both modules; 
by the presence of synopses at the end of chapters (85.12% of the OUC and 91.96% of the HOU material pages); as 
well as by the inclusion of bibliographical references, suggestions for further study, and complementary resources 
appearing in all volumes. However, frames explaining key concepts are only included in a small percentage of the 
analyzed volumes (27.88% for the OUC and 17.57% for the HOU material, see Table 1).  
Likewise, the material exhibits strong framing in terms of pacing. This is apparent in the conceptual 
segmentation of presented knowledge apparent in all volumes-, as well as in the detailed and strict timetables that 
the students are expected to follow. 
In regards to evaluation, the material promotes a more diverse image. The existence of explicit objectives and 
expected outcomes (corresponding to 92.72% of the total pages of the OUC material and to 91.68% of the total 
pages of the HOU material); of activities and exercises (amounting to 10.81% of the OUC and to 11.06% of the 
HOU units of analysis); checklists at the end of chapters to allow the students self-evaluate the degree of attainment 
of expected outcomes (present in 56.26% of the total pages of the OUC material and in 64.30% of the total pages of 
the HOU material); and the existence of appendices providing indicative acceptable answers to activities 
(corresponding to 8.48% of the OUC and 9.62% of the HOU units of analysis), designate strong framing, providing 
the students with a tight and explicit vision of what is expected from them to attain in the course of the module. On 
the other hand, this strong framing is moderated by the infrequent indication of possible difficulties the students 
might face during study (present in only 21.69% of the total pages of the OUC material and 24.77% of the OUC 
material). Similarly, activities providing a range of different possibilities of legitimate answers (typical in both 
modules) also indicate weak framing (see Table 1). 
5. Conclusions 
From the results described above, it becomes palpable that the material analyzed is mainly characterized by weak 
framing in terms of hierarchical rules, and by strong framing in terms of instructional rules. Hence, the learning 
material in adult education used in the context of the two universities tends to merge certain adult education traits 
(i.e. weak framing in terms of hierarchical rules) with distance education ones (i.e. strong framing in terms of 
instructional rules).  
More specifically, the characteristics of the printed learning material provided respectively to students of the 
are mainly oriented towards definite arrangement of instructional rules, i.e. the selection of content, sequencing, 
pacing and evaluation criteria. This is definitely not in accordance with self-direction, a basic adult learning 
principle, taught in the course of the two modules. At the heart of this principle is the assumption that adults have 
control over setting their educational goals and generating meaningful evaluative criteria (Brookfield, 1986; 
Knowles, 1990; Knowles & Associates, 1984; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999; Smith, 1983). When adult learners 
direct their own learning, they are more engaged and committed to the whole process (Brookfield, 1986). However, 
as findings of the study reveal, self-direction is not implemented through the printed material in adult education in 
both contexts. This can be easily justified on the grounds of distance education and the characteristics and role that 
the printed material is expected to play in this context. To put it more simply, the printed material in the two 
universities operating through the open distance learning mode is meant to explicitly describe and regulate the 
instructional rules (Dimopoulos, Koulaidis & Sklaveniti, 2001).  
In conclusion, the results of this study reveal meaningful tensions between the principles of distance education 
and adult education, with the fo
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delivery (planning, needs identification, design, evaluation) is crucial in adult education. Adult learners need to feel 
respected and play a pivotal role in structuring their learning and formulating their learning objectives (Gravani, in 
press). They see themselves as proactive, initiating individuals engaged in a continuous re-creation of their personal 
relationships, pedagogical practices followed, work and social circumstances (Brookfield, 1986). In the case under 
 prescribes content, 
sequence, pacing, and evaluation criteria that students are expected to follow. By doing so, the material might 
their learning, which constitute crucial aspects of adult education. These characteristics of the material are expected 
to guide students in their study a requirement in distance learning; at the same time, though, they might be regarded 
as imposing significant li
self-directed learning. 
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